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DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
Fish and Wildlife Service

Refuge Planning Policy Pursuant to
the National Wildlife Refuge System
Administration Act as Amended by the
National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997

AGENCY: Fish and Wildlife Service,
Interior.

ACTION: Notice.

SUMMARY: The U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (Service or we) establishes
requirements and guidance for National
Wildlife Refuge System planning,
including Comprehensive Conservation
Plans (CCPs) and step-down
management plans. This policy, which
incorporates the CCP provisions of the
National Wildlife Refuge System
Administration Act, as amended,
replaces Part 602 Chapters 1, 2, and 3
of the Fish and Wildlife Service Manual.
The new policy will appear as Part 602
Chapters 1, 3, and 4.

Our policy for managing units of the
National Wildlife Refuge System
(Refuge System) is that we will manage
all refuges in accordance with an
approved CCP which, when
implemented, will achieve refuge
purposes; help fulfill the Refuge System
mission; maintain and, where
appropriate, restore the ecological
integrity of each refuge and the Refuge
System; help achieve the goals of the
National Wilderness Preservation
System; and meet other mandates. The
CCP will guide management decisions
and set forth goals, objectives, and
strategies to accomplish these ends. We
also may require step-down
management plans to provide additional
guidance for meeting CCP goals and
objectives and to describe strategies and
implementation schedules. Each plan
will be consistent with principles of
sound fish and wildlife management,
available science, legal mandates, and
our other policies, guidelines, and
planning documents. We will prepare
refuge plans that, above all else, ensure
that wildlife comes first on national
wildlife refuges.

DATES: This policy is effective upon
publication in the Federal Register.
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: We
will send a copy of the Fish and
Wildlife Service Manual chapters on
Refuge System planning to those who
submitted comments on the draft policy
and to anyone who would like to
receive them. Please contact Liz
Bellantoni, Refuge Planning
Coordinator, Division of Refuges, U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, at (703) 358-

2422 if you would like to receive a copy.
In addition, these chapters will be
available on the Refuge System web site
(http://refuges.fws.gov [select link to
“Manual/Policies: Refuge Planning
Policy’]).

SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION: The
National Wildlife Refuge System
Administration Act of 1966 as amended
by the National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997, 16 U.S.C.
668dd—668ee (Refuge Administration
Act), provides an “Organic Act” for the
National Wildlife Refuge System. It
clearly establishes that wildlife
conservation is the principal mission of
the Refuge System; provides guidance to
the Secretary of the Interior for
management of the Refuge System;
reinforces the importance of
comprehensive planning for all units of
the Refuge System; and gives Refuge
Managers uniform direction and
procedures for making decisions
regarding wildlife conservation and uses
of the Refuge System.

Planning and the Refuge
Administration Act

Except for those refuges in Alaska
(which are subject to the refuge
planning provisions of the Alaska
National Interest Lands Conservation
Act [ANILCAJ), the Refuge
Administration Act requires that we
manage all national wildlife refuges
according to an approved CCP. We will
prepare a CCP by October 2012 for each
refuge in existence at the time of
passage of the National Wildlife Refuge
System Improvement Act. For refuges
established after passage of this Act, we
will prepare CCPs when we staff the
refuge and acquire a land base sufficient
to achieve refuge purposes, but no later
than 15 years after establishment of the
refuge. The Refuge Administration Act
also requires that we provide an
opportunity for active public
involvement during the preparation and
revision of CCPs. These plans will guide
management decisions and establish
strategies for achieving the mission of
the Refuge System and the purposes of
each refuge unit.

Purpose of This Policy

This policy establishes requirements
and guidance for National Wildlife
Refuge System planning, including
CCPs and step-down management plans,
and ensures that planning efforts
comply with the provisions of the
Refuge Administration Act.

Response to Comments Received

On August 13, 1999, we published a
notice in the Federal Register (64 FR
44368) to establish requirements and

guidance for Refuge System planning,
including CCPs and step-down
management plans. During the 60-day
comment period, we received 41
comments from the following sources:
non-government organizations (16),
State agencies (14), Service employees
(5), other Federal agencies (1), private
citizens (4), and commercial businesses
(1). Key points raised by the public and
addressed in the final policy include:

 placing greater emphasis on
wildlife first and elevating our
commitment to maintain and, where
appropriate, restore the ecological
integrity of each refuge and the Refuge
System as mandated by the National
Wildlife Refuge System Improvement
Act of 1997;

* basing management decisions on a
thorough assessment of available
science;

* defining our relationship with
States and other agencies and their
programs;

« identifying biological information
necessary for planning and
management;

* clarifying under what conditions
we should revise a CCP;

» expediting or further clarifying our
planning process;

* describing the relationship of CCPs
to refuge purposes and Refuge System
mission; and

» addressing issues related to
recreation and public use.

We reviewed and considered all
substantive comments received.
Following are public comments and our
responses grouped under eight broad
headings:

L Placing Greater Emphasis on Wildlife
First and Elevating Our Commitment to
Maintain and, Where Appropriate,
Restore the Ecological Integrity of Each
Refuge and the Refuge System as
Mandated by the National Wildlife
Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997

Comment: The Service’s drafting of
the proposed planning policy is
pursuant to the mandates contained in
the National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997. The first and
foremost goal of the Refuge
Improvement Act is to ensure that
wildlife conservation is the principal
mission of the Refuge System. Although
the Refuge Improvement Act established
a hierarchy of appropriate and
compatible wildlife-dependent uses of a
refuge, wildlife conservation is
paramount and every aspect of the
Service’s planning process must reflect
this principal goal. The planning
process should be preceded by, and
indeed founded upon, first establishing
the wildlife and ecological priorities of
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the refuge. Then the plan should
consider certain public uses deemed
compatible with the refuge purpose, the
Refuge System mission, and the
particular conditions of the refuge. This
is particularly important since the CCP
process includes the drafting or
recertification of compatibility
determinations.

Response: We have strengthened
Section 1.5, “What are the goals of
refuge planning?,” by adding as the very
first goal, “A. To ensure that wildlife
comes first in the National Wildlife
Refuge System.” We have strengthened
Section 3.3 (formerly Section 2.3),
“What are our goals for Comprehensive
Conservation Planning?,” by revising
goal A. to read: “To ensure that wildlife
comes first in the National Wildlife
Refuge System and that we manage each
refuge to help fulfill the mission of the
Refuge System; maintain and, where
appropriate, restore the ecological
integrity of each refuge and the Refuge
System; as well as achieve the specific
purposes for which the refuge was
established.”

Comment: The draft planning policy
should be revised each and every place
where it pledges allegiance to the
mission of the Refuge System and
purposes of the individual refuges in
order to also ensure that the planning
process will advance the maintenance
and restoration of biological integrity,
diversity, and environmental health. For
example, Section 602 FW 1.3 should be
modified to state that, “We will manage
all refuges in accordance with an
approved CCP which, when
implemented, will achieve refuge
purposes, fulfill the System mission,
maintain and restore biological
integrity, diversity, and environmental
health, and meet all other relevant
mandates. The CCP will guide
management decisions and set forth
goals, objectives, and strategies to
accomplish these ends * * *.”

Response: We have incorporated
similar language into the final policy.
We are now using the term “ecological
integrity” in lieu of the phrase
“biological integrity, diversity, and
environmental health.”

Comment: Reword Section 602 FW
1.5 B to state that the goal of refuge
planning is “To help ensure that we
restore and maintain the biological
integrity, diversity, and environmental
health of each refuge and the Refuge
System, and contribute to the
conservation of the structure and
function of the ecosystems of the United
States.”

Response: We have revised the text
with modification. See 602 FW 1.5 C.

Comment: Reword Section 602 FW
1.6 B to define the term CCP as “A
document that describes the desired
future conditions of the refuge and
provides long-range guidance and
management direction to accomplish
the purposes of the refuge, fulfill the
mission of the System, restore and
maintain the biological integrity,
diversity, and environmental health of
each refuge and the Refuge System, and
meet other relevant mandates.”

Response: We have revised the text
with modification. See 602 FW 1.6 E.

Comment: Amend Section 602 FW 1.7
D,2.1,2.3B, 2.4 A, 2.4 C (1)(b), (c), and
(d)(ii), 2.4 C (4), 2.4 C (4)(d),and 2.4 C
(7) to highlight the restoration and
maintenance of biological integrity,
diversity, and environmental health as a
major feature of CCPs.

Response: We have amended the text
where appropriate. See Section 602 FW
1.7 D, 3.1 (formerly 2.1), 3.3 A (formerly
2.3 B), 3.4 A (formerly 2.4 A), and 3.4
C (1)(d) (formerly 2.4 C (1)(c)).

Comment: Reword Section 602 FW
2.4 C (1)) to require that CCPs set goals
for appropriate indices of biological
integrity, diversity, and environmental
health.

Response: We have incorporated
similar language into the final policy.
See 602 FW 3.4 C (1)(g).

Comment: Reword Section 602 FW
2.4 C (1)(g) to require that CCPs identify
additional problems, e.g., “Identify any
significant problems that may adversely
affect the population and habitats of
fish, wildlife, and plants (including
candidate, threatened, and endangered
species), the biological integrity,
diversity, and environmental health or
the wilderness characteristics within the
planning unit, and the actions necessary
to correct or mitigate such problems.”

Response: We have addressed the
need to identify and describe these
problems in Section 3.4 C (1)(e)(x) and
(xii) (formerly 2.4 C (1)(d)).

Comment: Reword Section 2.4 C (4)(d)
to require that CCPs set objectives for
appropriate indices of biological
integrity, diversity, and environmental
health.

Response: We believe this is more
appropriately done at the goal-setting
level and have revised the text in
Section 3.4 C (1)(g) (formerly 2.4 C
(1)(f)) accordingly.

Comment: The policies that guide the
refuge planning process must, above all
else, ensure that CCPs put wildlife first.
The draft planning policy makes an
important start towards accomplishing
this end, but should be modified in
several places to drive home this point
more explicitly and emphatically.

Response: We have modified the final
policy in various places to emphasize
that we will prepare CCPs that, above all
else, ensure that wildlife comes first on
national wildlife refuges. See 602 FW
1.3,1.4 A,and 1.5 A, and 602 FW 3.3
A.

Comment: Existing language in the
draft policy regarding the proposed
action is inappropriately and
inexplicably weak. Section 602 FW 2.4
C (4)(c) should be reworded to reflect
that the planning team shall select as
the proposed action in each CCP the
alternative that best achieves planning
unit purposes, vision and goals; fulfills
the Refuge System mission; maintains
and restores biological integrity,
diversity, and environmental health;
addresses the significant issues and
relevant mandates, and is consistent
with principles of sound fish and
wildlife management.

Response: We strengthened the
language in the final policy as
suggested, with minor modification. See
602 FW 3.4 C (4)(c).

Comment: Section 2.4 C (1)(c) should
be modified to place the emphasis on
meeting refuge purposes, Refuge System
mission, and ecological integrity.

Response: We made a related change
in the final policy. See 602 FW 3.4 C
(D).

Comment: The planning policy
appropriately makes conservation of
biological diversity a major goal of
refuge planning (Section 602 FW 1.5 B).
What is lacking however, is a simple
explanation of what this means. The
Service should clarify within this
section or in another appropriate place
in the policy, that it intends to adopt a
regional/ecological approach to
conserving biological diversity. Simply
put, the Service should ensure that its
management activities benefit— and do
not harm—those species, habitats, and
natural processes that are rare and/or
declining within the regional ecological
context within which the planning unit
occurs.

Response: We feel the recommended
change is beyond the scope of this
policy. A new policy addressing the
ecological integrity of the National
Wildlife Refuge System is currently
being developed and will be published
as 601 FW 3 of the Service Manual.

Comment: The planning policy needs
to refer to the biological integrity policy
when relying on that document for
guidance. The planning policy also
needs to incorporate these fundamental
concepts to the extent possible in the
absence of clear guidance from the
future biological integrity policy. For
example, 602 FW 1.3 should be revised
as follows (underscored text are changes
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from the original language): “Each plan
will be founded on principles of sound
fish and wildlife management, available
science, and the maintenance of
biological integrity, diversity, and
ecosystem health. Each plan will be
consistent with legal mandates and our
other policies, guidelines, and planning
documents.” Amend 602 FW 2.1 to
include similar language:
“Comprehensive Conservation Plans
(CCPs) describe the desired future
conditions of a refuge, and provide long-
range guidance and management
direction for the Refuge Manager to
accomplish the purposes of the refuge,
contribute to the mission of the System,
ensure that the biological integrity,
diversity, and environmental health of
the System are maintained, and meet
other relevant mandates.” Biological
integrity, diversity, and ecosystem
health also need to be defined within
the planning policy.

Response: We have incorporated the
suggested text changes, with slight
modification, into the final policy. In
addition, we have defined the terms
biological integrity, biological diversity,
ecological integrity, and environmental
health. These definitions are consistent
with those which will appear in 601 FW
3 (ecological integrity policy).

Comment: Add the following
language to Section 2.4 C (1)(g): Internal
Scoping: “Identify significant
opportunities to improve the health of
refuge habitats or to improve the
functioning of ecological systems.”

Response: We have addressed the
need to identify these opportunities in
Section 3.4 C (1)(e).

II. Basing Management Decisions on the
Best Available Science

Comment: With regard to developing
scientific and other data, such
information may be gathered from a
number of sources, including the
various public comment periods
provided by the proposed policy. Thus,
when the CCP is presented for public
comment, refuge planners should be
seeking input and assistance from the
scientific community and the public at
large, and be responsive to and
accountable for considering such
scientific input, as would be the case
during a notice and comment period
under the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA).

Response: Indeed, we must seek and
be responsive to considering the
scientific input provided by resource
experts, and all other publics, under
NEPA. The final policy reflects these
points.

Comment: Section 602 FW 2.3 D of
the draft policy establishes a goal to

“support management decisions and
their rationale by sound professional
judgment,” a statement that appears
reactive and defensive of status quo
operations. To highlight the importance
of science in decision making, this goal
should be reworded.

Response: We revised the above goal
as follows: ““To support management
decisions and their rationale by using a
thorough assessment of available
science derived from scientific
literature, on-site refuge data, expert
opinion, and sound professional
judgment.” See 602 FW 3.3 D.

III. Defining Our Relationship With
States and Other Agencies and Their
Programs

Comment: One commenter states that
in Alaska the Department of Fish and
Game is woefully underfunded and the
Alaska State Legislature has imposed
management ‘“‘standards” regarding
priorities for wildlife management that
are inconsistent with the major
purposes of National Wildlife Refuges in
that state (e.g., to conserve fish and
wildlife populations and habitats in
their natural diversity). The commenter
states that it is unrealistic to expect that
refuge management plans will be the
same as State plans especially when
dealing with controversial issues.
Furthermore, the public, Tribes, and
non-governmental organizations should
have the same opportunities for
participation in the development and
review of CCPs as do State and local
governments and adjacent landowners.

Response: Section 668dd (e)(1)(A)(iii)
of the National Wildlife Refuge System
Administration Act of 1966 as amended
by the National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997, instructs the
Secretary to “issue a final conservation
plan for each planning unit consistent
with the provisions of this Act and, to
the extent practicable, consistent with
fish and wildlife conservation plans of
the State in which the refuge is located
* * *” We believe that we have an
obligation under this and other
provisions of the Refuge Improvement
Act to work closely with State fish and
game agencies as we prepare our plans.
It is important to note that the Act calls
for our plans to be consistent with State
plans “to the extent practicable,” and
that our Regional Directors are the
ultimate decision makers in the process.
Congress directs our close working
relationships with the States. We also
believe we built sufficient opportunities
into the process to allow all interested
parties to participate in our planning
efforts.

Comment: We received a number of
comments that the refuge planning

teams should also include members of
State and Tribal conservation agencies.

Response: We changed the policy in
Section 3.4 C (1)(a) to state that, “We
will provide representatives from
appropriate State and Tribal
conservation agencies * * * the
opportunity to serve on planning
teams.” We will provide a formal
written request inviting States, Tribes,
and other appropriate agencies to join
the refuge planning effort at the
beginning of the process.

Comment: Some commenters
requested that States be involved in
step-down management plans.

Response: The planning policy
guidance provides for and we encourage
this opportunity.

Comment: Many commenters
requested that the Service participate in
cooperative planning efforts with States
and/or other agencies.

Response: We have worked closely
with many States, other Federal
agencies, and others and encourage
cooperative management planning for
fish and wildlife and natural resources
whenever feasible.

Comment: Some of the commenters
questioned whether State agencies
could be involved in addressing
comments, plan review and
implementation.

Response: We encourage State and
other agency involvement throughout
the planning and management
processes—including implementation
and review. Furthermore, by being a
member of the refuge planning team,
State agencies will have a direct
opportunity to assure that we accurately
reflect or respond to their comments in
the CCP document or in our analysis.
While we recognize the need for input
and feedback from others, we recognize
the possibility of debate or alternative
management direction, if guided solely
by other influences. For this reason,
while we encourage full input from the
States and other entities in our plans,
we retain management and decision-
making authority for all units of the
National Wildlife Refuge System,
including approval of CCPs.

Comment: Some commenters asked
about other possible partnerships with
the Service, beyond CCPs, such as joint
ventures and ecosystem planning.

Response: We are appreciative of the
interest of States and other
organizations who wish to participate as
a partner in our refuge and non-refuge
projects. We encourage partnerships
through our ecosystem approach. We
invite agencies and organizations to
contact our Regional Offices for more
information on how to participate as a
partner in our activities.
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Comment: Some commenters
questioned what determines adequate
coordination with States, other agencies,
and the public.

Response: Adequate coordination
with States, Tribes, other agencies, and
the general public includes an invitation
to participate, actual participation in
our processes, regular and good
communication, use of appropriate tools
and materials to aid coordination, a
sense of teamwork from all parties, and
resulting successful partnerships
beyond the planning phase. The
Service’s refuge planning policy
developed herein provides for all the
processes and procedures for us to meet
our burden of responsibility, in regard
to agency coordination.

IV. Identifying Biological Information
Necessary for Planning and
Management

Comment: Criteria should be
established for assessing the adequacy
of data for making management
decisions. The Service should consider
delaying management choices until
adequate information is available to
make a decision informed by science.
The U.S. Forest Service proposed
planning rule states that if data are not
adequate, this triggers a new or
supplemental broad-scale assessment or
local analysis before proceeding to
decision making. It is suggested that the
Service consider a similar modification
of the proposed policy.

Response: In situations where we are
unable to develop new data for the CCP,
the plan may identify the need for
further data collection. In such cases we
may delay decision making, pending
additional data collection and analysis.
There are many sources of data that can
aid in plan development. We include a
list of potential data sources in 602 FW
3.4 C (1)(e). A lack of data should not
delay completion of the CCP.

Comment: A number of commenters
requested that the Service expand and
clarify its policy and procedures for
collection of data associated with CCPs.

Response: Based on the comments
received, we have made extensive
changes to Sections 3.4 C(1)(e) and (f),
including additional discussion on data
needs, data collection, data sources, use
of outside experts and literature
reviews, and data standards.

V. Clarifying Under What Conditions
We Should Revise a CCP

Comment: Additional guidance is
necessary to clarify the limits of the
adaptive management strategy. The
Service’s intention of revising a CCP
every 15 years after establishment of the
initial CCP comports with the

requirements set forth in the Refuge
Improvement Act. Moreover, the Service
indicates that it will revise a CCP sooner
than 15 years after the initial CCP is
approved, “if conditions that affect the
refuge or planning unit change
significantly.” It is unclear at what point
or under what conditions the CCP
should, or must, be reviewed or
reassessed, prior to the expiration of the
15-year period. The commenter believes
that both the Refuge Manager and the
public need further guidance as to when
a review should be conducted as a result
of changing ecological or other
conditions presented to the refuge
environment, including changes in
science which may render a certain use
obsolete or no longer compatible with
the purposes for which the refuge was
established. The Service should amend
the draft policy so as to establish as near
of an objective standard as possible, and
include guidelines and examples for the
use of refuge planners.

Response: We have modified Step 8,
“Review and Revise Plan,” to provide
additional guidance. We have revised
Subsection (a) to instruct refuge
planners and managers to “Modify the
plan and associated management
activities whenever monitoring and
evaluation determine that we need
changes to achieve planning unit
purpose(s), vision, and goals.”
Subsection (b) now states: “Revise the
CCP when significant new information
becomes available, ecological conditions
change, major refuge expansion occurs,
or when we identify the need to do so
during plan review.” While these
revisions are minimal, we believe we
must provide additional guidance
dealing with the principles of adaptive
management and monitoring. However,
we do not believe this type of guidance
is appropriate in our planning policy.
Fulfilling the Promise: The National
Wildlife Refuge System includes a
number of recommendations focused on
developing programs for natural
resource inventory and monitoring,
habitat monitoring, and adaptive
management. Once we fully implement
these recommendations and establish
programs, we will provide appropriate
guidance and initiate training courses.
Only then will we be able to utilize the
principles of adaptive management to
refine our approaches and determine
how effectively we are accomplishing
refuge goals and objectives.

Comment: Some commenters asked
the Service to clarify what level of
planning and plan revision is required
for refuges.

Response: Chapter 1 of the policy
provides a general description of
planning requirements. Chapter 3

(formerly Chapter 2) deals specifically
with CCPs. Section 3.4 C(8) provides
details on plan revision. In general, all
newly established refuges will have a
Conceptual Management Plan in place
at the time of refuge establishment. We
will develop CCPs as soon as possible
but not later than 15 years after
establishment of a refuge. We will
review CCPs annually and make
revisions as needed. We will revise
CCPs at least every 15 years.

Comment: Some commenters were
concerned that a change of management
direction could occur with a change of
Refuge Manager.

Response: The planning policy states
that the Refuge Manager shall manage
the refuge under an approved CCP, and
that plan revision should occur only
when monitoring and evaluation
documents the need for change in order
to achieve planning unit purpose(s),
goals, and objectives. The Regional
Director approves the CCP with input
and concurrence from many levels
within the Service, as well as outside
review and comment.

VI. Expediting or Further Clarifying Our
Planning Process

Comment: Implementing a ‘“Public
Participation Plan” early in the
planning process before developing
alternatives or drafting the plan will
help the Service identify issues and
define the desired future condition(s) of
a particular refuge. Extra effort will be
needed at this step of the process in
order to establish a firm foundation for
subsequent planning phases. Additional
guidance would be helpful to ensure
refuge planners make this effort.

Response: We require the preparation
of a “Public Participation Plan”
(referred to as a ‘“Public Involvement/
Outreach Plan”) in Step 1,
“Preplanning: Planning the Plan,” of
our Comprehensive Conservation
Planning process. We also provide
guidance on preparing a ‘“Public
Involvement/Outreach Plan” during the
Refuge Comprehensive Conservation
Planning course offered at our National
Conservation Training Center. This
course is available to Service personnel
and other planning team members who
are about to begin the preparation of a
refuge CCP.

Comment: Integrating the CCP with
various Environmental Assessments
(EA)/Environmental Impact Statements
(EIS) from the outset may not achieve
the planning expediency that it is
intended to achieve. To save time and
money, it is suggested that the first step
in the CCP process should be the
development of a stand-alone “vision
document” that generally describes the
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goals of the refuge and its desired future
condition. After the goals of the refuge
and its desired future condition are
documented and agreed upon, then
various EAs/EISs can be developed as a
mechanism to examine the alternatives
on how to achieve them.

Response: There is no need for a
stand-alone vision document. The
refuge vision statement and goals are
integral parts of our CCP process.
Identified in Step 1, ‘“Preplanning:
Planning the Plan,” we subsequently
share them with the public in Step 2,
“Initiate Public Involvement and
Scoping,” and, based on the public’s
comments, modify them as appropriate
in Step 3, “Review Vision Statement
and Goals and Determine Significant
Issues.” We ultimately use them to help
identify our Proposed Action in the
draft NEPA document in Step 4,
“Develop and Analyze Alternatives,
Including the Proposed Action.”” The
proposed action will be the one that best
achieves the refuge purpose(s), vision,
and goals; helps fulfill the Refuge
System mission; maintains and, where
appropriate, restores ecological
integrity; addresses the significant
issues and relevant mandates; and is
consistent with principles of sound fish
and wildlife management.

Comment: Incorporating
“compatibility determinations’ within
the CCP process is a laudable goal.
However, in light of the previously
completed determinations, it may be
advisable to allow this process to have
its own time line independent from, but
monitored by, the CCP process. These
determinations may be examples where
interim modifications (of the size or
scope that would not require reopening
the planning process) are needed
between scheduled planning cycles.
Additional guidance may be necessary
to help determine when, where and how
these interim modifications are made.

Response: We believe that
incorporating compatibility
determinations in our refuge CCPs is
both efficient and makes good sense.
The degree of public review and
opportunities to comment provided in
the CCP process will be more than
adequate to fully comply with the
provisions of the National Wildlife
Refuge System Improvement Act of
1997. We believe that we will be able to
accommodate most, if not all, interim
modifications required for these
determinations through the revision
procedures of the process. While we
will likely accommodate many of these
modifications without reopening the
entire planning process, we will
undoubtedly reopen some. The process

will be able to accommodate both
situations.

Comment: A commenter expressed
the concern that the lack of specific data
should not impede the planning
process, but rather incorporate and
identify this shortcoming as a specific
need of a particular refuge in the
planning process. While the draft policy
specifically mentions that the CCP can
identify data needs as part of the plan,
it does not provide direction to the
effect that the planning process should
continue and not be stalled as a result
of incomplete data.

Response: We revised the text of the
policy in Step 1, “Preplanning: Planning
the Plan, (e) Planning Area and Data
Needs,” to indicate that “While we may
not be able to develop new data for the
CCP, we may identify the need for
further data collection. A lack of data
should not delay the completion of the
CCP.”

Comment: A concern has been raised
regarding the “Internal Reviews” of the
CCP, or subparts thereof, that are called
for in the draft policy. In each reference
to internal reviews, the draft policy
directs that these should be conducted
by “* * * following established
regional procedures,” yet fails to
identify what these procedures may be.
The commenter believes that additional
guidance is needed to provide a greater
degree of consistency to the manner in
which internal reviews are conducted.

Response: The “established regional
procedures” to which we refer deal
primarily with the internal distribution
of documents. We have revised the text
of the policy in both Step 5, “Prepare
Draft Plan and NEPA Document, (d)
Internal Review,” and Step 6, ‘Prepare
and Adopt Final Plan, (c) Internal
Review,” to provide further guidance on
the internal distribution of documents
to include: “* * * refuge program
managers, ecosystem managers, refuge
staff and other appropriate Service
programs and divisions, as well as other
agency partners.”

Comment: From a public participation
point of view, a commenter
recommends that a generalized
description of the types of
circumstances in which “categorical
exemptions” may be invoked would be
helpful to include in the final policy.
Another commenter noted that Section
2.4 C (8)(b) states that CCPs will be
periodically reviewed and revised
“* * * generally through the use of a
categorical exclusion.” It was requested
that the Service define exactly what
category of actions, either individually
or cumulatively, it determines will not
have a significant effect on the human
environment (40 CFR 1508.4).

Response: When revising a CCP, we
expect our decision makers to ensure
that, when we can categorically exclude
an action, the action does, in fact,
comply with the requirements and
limitations described in the categorical
exclusion. Because most categorical
exclusions apply to a variety of our
actions and different program activities,
it is not possible, nor desirable, to
address in this policy all possible
actions or situations covered by a given
categorical exclusion. Our NEPA policy
already provides such guidance (see 550
FW 3.3).

Comment: The opening section of Part
602, (National Wildlife Refuge System
Planning), Chapter 2, (Comprehensive
Conservation Planning Process), says:
“it is not the intent of this policy to
provide step-by-step direction on how
to prepare a CCP but rather to establish
the requirements and standards to
which we will hold all CCPs.” However,
“requirements and standards” are either
non-existent or very weak. Instead, the
subsequent sections primarily describe
the steps of the planning process. This
is particularly apparent when it comes
to wildlife-dependent recreational uses.

Response: We have revised the text of
the policy in Section 3.1 (formerly
Section 2.1), “What is the purpose of
this chapter?,” to read, ““This policy
provides guidance, step-by-step
direction, and establishes minimum
requirements for all CCPs.” We will
address the “requirements and
standards” to which we originally
referred in Part 601 of the Service
Manual, “Mission, Goals, and Purposes
of the National Wildlife Refuge
System,” as well as through
recommendations in Fulfilling the
Promise: The National Wildlife Refuge
System.

Comment: After describing the steps
to be taken to ensure public
involvement in the scoping process in
Section 2.4 B(2), the policy requires a
review of the vision statement and goals
to determine significant issues (Section
2.4 B(3)). Item B(3) says, “‘based on this
review, modify the vision and goals for
the planning unit as appropriate.” The
planner needs to keep in mind that
Congress has set certain policies and
requirements for the administration of
the Refuge System. The following
sentences should be added to B(3)(a):

“We need to keep in mind that the
law sets forth some very specific
policies and requirements for the
administration of the Refuge System.
These include the basic mission of the
System and the direction that
compatible wildlife-dependent
recreation is a legitimate and
appropriate general public use of the
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System, directly related to the mission
of the System and the purposes of many
refuges. Regardless of what may or may
not develop during the public
involvement and scoping process, the
law requires that wildlife-dependent
recreational uses be facilitated and
expanded.”

Response: Step 2, “Initiate Public
Involvement and Scoping,” instructs the
planner to involve the public and gather
comments on the existing vision
statement, goals and objectives,
potential issues, management actions
and concerns, significant problems or
impacts and opportunities or
alternatives to resolve them. This is the
very essence of the scoping process
mandated by NEPA. Step 3, “Review
Vision Statement and Goals and
Determine Significant Issues,” further
instructs the planner to review and
evaluate the public’s comments on the
vision statement and goals and modify
them as appropriate. It may not be
appropriate to modify them based on
the comments received. Professional
planners understand that decisions are
not based on majority opinion, and we
charge them with making certain the
public understands this most basic
tenant of NEPA.

Comment: The Service properly states
that one of the goals for the CCP is to
“ensure that we manage each refuge to
fulfill the mission of the System as well
as the specific purposes for which we
established that refuge.” The purposes
for which the refuge was established
should be the very foundation of every
CCP. Thus, each CCP should begin with
a recitation of the goals for which that
particular refuge was established, as
enunciated in the text of the refuge’s
authorizing documentation, and a
narrative of how those goals relate to
and fulfill the NWRS mission. Such an
approach would not only ensure
adherence to the refuge’s purposes and
Refuge System mission, but would be
consistent with the intent of Congress in
enacting the Refuge Improvement Act.

Response: Step 1, ‘“Preplanning:
Planning the Plan,” now includes a new
Subsection (b) Identify Refuge
Purpose(s), History, and Establishing
Authority. We instruct those preparing
CCPs to “Document the history of refuge
establishment and management, as well
as refuge purposes and authorizing
authority * * *” which “* * * will
become driving forces in the process
* * *» This is the first task the newly
formed planning team undertakes, and
we include this important material in
Chapter I, “Introduction/Background”
of the CCP (also see Exhibit 3—4).

Comment: The Service’s proposed
policy would require additional

expenditures of time on the part of FWS
personnel, particularly Refuge System
field personnel. There is concern that
the demands imposed on Refuge
Managers and their staffs by these
proposed planning and related NEPA
compliance requirements will adversely
affect refuge staff’s ability to maintain
their commitment to current refuge
operations, if additional funds and
personnel are not made available. Thus,
it is imperative that the level of
commitment on the part of the Service
toward proper planning and
administration of the Refuge System be
matched by a commitment from the
Department of the Interior and
Administration to seek an appropriate
level of funding on a yearly basis, to
provide additional staff and other
resources, where needed.

Response: We recognize this potential
problem. Congress increased our budget
in 1996 to include funding dedicated to
the preparation of CCPs. Our regional
and field offices are using these funds
to provide professional planning staff
and services to assist refuge field
personnel in the preparation of their
plans. The CCPs themselves also will
document the increased staffing and
funding levels required for their full
implementation.

Comment: Public participation is
critical to the administration of a refuge
and the Refuge System. Proposed
Section 2.4 C (2)(a) appears to only
provide the public with the ability to
comment on the Notice of Intent to
prepare a CCP only if the Service
intends to prepare an EIS for the CCP.
The public should have the ability to
provide public comments as part of the
scoping process when the Service
intends to prepare a CCP, whether or
not an EIS is drafted. This section
should be amended to make clear that
a comment period will follow the
publication of a Notice of Intent to
prepare a CCP, whether or not the
Service intends to prepare an EIS, and
if later in the process the Service
decides to prepare an EIS, a public
comment period would follow that
announcement as well.

Response: We did not intend to limit
public participation during the scoping
process. We have revised the text to
remove any possible misconceptions
concerning our desire to openly solicit
public comment throughout the scoping
process, whether or not we prepare an
EIS. We have modified Section 3.4 C
(2)(b) (formerly Section 2.4 C (2)(b)) to
read: “Public scoping will continue
until we prepare a draft CCP/NEPA
document.”

Comment: Amend the proposed
public review period for a draft CCP/

NEPA document to provide a 60-day
comment period for an EA, as well as
the currently proposed 60-day comment
period when an EIS is to be drafted.

Response: We modified the final
policy (see 602 FW 3.4 C (5)(e)) to read,
“Provide a minimum of 30 days for
public review of a draft CCP with an EA
and 45 days for a draft CCP with an
integrated EIS.” The comment periods
noted reflect the minimum comment
periods authorized under current NEPA
policies. We recognize that under many
circumstances the comment period
associated with a particular CCP will
often be much longer depending on the
nature and complexity of the plan.

Comment: Scientific data, collected
from governmental and non-
governmental organizations, academia
and other sources are vital to refuge
planning. Although the Service’s draft
policy acknowledges this importance,
we feel that identifying the need for
additional data is of equal importance to
acknowledging the existence of data
already in hand. The current reading of
Section 2.4 C (1)(d) states that the
planner “can identify the need for
additional data.” Such language does
not adequately emphasize the
importance of developing additional
data. Hence, we recommend that the last
sentence of 2.4 C (1)(d) be modified as
follows: “You